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Dead reckoning. 1 Navzgatzon A method of estlmatmg the posmon of an aircraft or ship 
without astronomical observation, as by applymg to a previously determmed posmon the course 
and distance traveled smce 2 Calculation based on inference or guesswork ’ 

Introduction 

The American President, Henry Adams wrote, “resembles the commander of a shp 
at sea He must have a helm to grasp, a course to steer, a port to seek ” The 
course and the port constitute the first requirement for Presldentlal greatness 
Great Presidents possess, or are possessed by, a vlslon of an Ideal Amenca Their 
passion 1s to make sure the ship of state sails on the nght course ’ 

&story IS speakmg to President Wllham J Clinton Henry Adams and Arthur hl 

Schlesmger, Jr, quoted above, have provided their prescnptlon for greatness Poised on the 

Lerge of a second term, Clinton seems to have the pre-requisite vlslon He knows his destmatlon, 

and he knows Its general dlrectlon Steering the best course poses the greater challenge To 

extend the hlstonans analogy, powerful storms can easily dlsonent the unwary manner as he tnes 

f- to navigate the high seas of domestic and mternatlonal pohtlcs The helm must be fumly grasped 

lo resist buffetmg forces, the course must be penodlcallJ adjusted to compensate for a caprlclous 

enblronment. The able manner needs both compass and helm -4 President-- a great Presldent-- 

needs a strategy 

President Clinton has at his disposal the appropnate device The h-atlonal Secuntv 

Strateov of the Unrted States (XSS) IS presented annually to Congress by the President as 

required by the Goldwater-Xlchols Act of 1986 The purpose of this paper IS revlslt related issues 

’ “Dead reckonmg”, Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dlctlonarv, 1986 ed 

* Arthur M Schlesmger, Jr , “The Ultimate Approval Rating,” The New York Times 
Maeazme 15 Dee 1996 50 
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presented m an earher study I partlclpated m at Harvard’s Kennedy School of GoLemment 3 In 

1992, I argued that President Bush’s IYSS made for poor strategy My thesis was that the 
f- 

document’s shortcommgs were dictated by the process that produced It 

Has this President learned from the nustakes of his predecessor? Has he configured his 

strategy-makmg process m a way that ~~1111 place the ship of state on a course headed fax mto the 

twenty-first century~ In this paper, I will cnucally assess the Clmton Admmlstratlon’s latest NSS 

and Its process, and offer a procedural altematlke that may improve future submlsslons 

On Strategv 

Strateg) 1s a design for relating means to ends 4 IV’auonal security strategy 1s a nation’s 

design for relatmg the resources at 11s disposal-- the Instruments of natlonal power-- to the 

securmg of Its Interests These simple defmltlons tend to obscure the complex challenges facing 

n I today’s \\ ould-be straleglsts Some commentators on the subject. Samuel Huntmgton and 

Edward Luttwak among them, suggest the challenges to be beyond the capacity of the Amencan 

statesman Huntmgton claims that the notlon that the United States could produce national 

strategy 1s nothmg more than a chlmera 5 Luttwak agrees, descnbmg strategic thmkmg as 

3 Michael Landrum, Joseph Corcoran, Richard White. and Chnstopher -McSamara, 
Making: National Secuntv Strategy Process. Paralvsls, and a Xew Path [Cambridge, 11.4 
Fatlonal Secunty Program Dlscusslon Paper Senes 92-04, John F Kennedy School of 
Government, Harvard Umverslty, 1992) 

4 Adrmral James D Watkins, “The Mantime Strategy,” C S Saval Institute’s 
Proceedmgs, Special Supplement, 1986, preface 

5 Samuel P Huntington, “The Evolution of U S National Strategy,” U S Xatlonal 
Stratesv for the 1990’s, ed Dame1 J Kaufman (Baltimore and London Johns Hopkms Uruversxy 
Press, 1991: 11-18 



armthetxcal to the Amencan cultural tradltlon of pragmatic, short-term problem soivmg 6 There IS 

evidence to the contrary NSC 68, the document which codified the ends and means of the Cold 

War, 1s considered by some a masterplece of national strategy And since 1986, we hake 

produced rune versions of the Katlonal Securltv Strateov of the Umted States 

So, why the skeptlclsm of Huntington and Luttwakv First, good strategy 1s hard to do A 

design for relatmg national means to national ends must be complex and richly textured The 

strategy’s complexity IS determmed by two factors the number and compahblllty of the 

objectives, and the environment wlthm which the strategy will be executed 

The declslon to take a strategic approach implies a rational effort to apply hrmted 

resources to achieve a set of obJectl\es The strategic approach forces choice The strategist 

must choose those obJectIves that are worth the expenditure of hrmted resource&- he must 

I 

F- 

pnontize 

The emlronment of a natlonal securrb strategy also dictates Its complexity It includes 

domestlc and mtematlonal dlmenslons It 1s populated by threats to national Interests, 

competmon for fmlte resources, and the resources themselves, mcludmg the talents, needs, and 

potential of the Amencan people The envu-onment IS dynarmc, It changes o\ er time and u arrants 

constant measurement Threats can wax or wane, the charactens-lcs of the constltuencles to 

which the national leader IS tied can shift Witness our own era, it would be difficult to fmd 

another 10 year period of relative peace during which the strategic environment changed so 

dramaucaIly 

6 Edward _U Luttwak, On the Meanmg of Vlctorv, (Tew York Slmon Hill, 1982) 243 
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In addmon to the Integration of ObJectIves, resources, and envrronments, an effective 

f- 
strategy must be endowed with the followmg charactenstlcs 

+ ACHIEVABLE The means must be commensurate with 

plausible 

the ends The strategy must be 

+ MEASLXA.BLE Objectives must be defined m a way that makes achievement and mtenm 

progress apparent The strategist must be able to recogmze if and when an adjustment to the 

strategy IS called for 

+ ARTICULATED mD CO-MML3XCATED Those charged with executing the strategy must 

understand tie plan The NSS must clearly descnbe the support required of the bureaucracy, 

the Congress, the American people 

+ CULTLX4LLY AW POLITICALLY RESONAK’T The KSS should inspire the support 

described above It must speak to the real world, recogruzmg the ~aalues and concerns of Its 

\ arlous audiences, including the people, Congress, the media, the bureaucrat) , mtematlonal 

friend and foe 

+ IKFORMS CHOICE The KSS must provide the guidance necessary for subordmate agencies 

to recogmze which of several competmg pnormes should be satisfied first. second, third, etc 

Indeed, creating effective strategy 1s a difficult task Our record In that effort since SSC 

68 1s the second cause for the skeptlclsm of Huntmgton and Luttwak 

Strategic thought m the Cmted States between 1950 and 1986 was moribund Ko offlclal 

document during that period qualifies as a successor to MC 68 In 1986, Congress demanded a 

national security strategy The Goldwater-K’lchols leglslatlon requn-es a comprehensive KSS 
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conslsrent wnh my earlier defimtlon “proposed short-term and long-term uses of the polmcal, 

f- 
economic. rmhtary and other elements of natlonal power to promote the [natlonal] interests and 

objectives “’ The President must submit the report annually with his budget, m both classlfled and 

unclassified form 

Prior to the Clinton Admmlstratlon, the MS never accompanied the budget subrmsslon 

Kane of the three Presidents subject to the law has subnutted a classified version 

If the letter of the law has been loosely enforced, has the President at least subrmtted 

strategy consistent with the characterlstlcs described above 7 In a word-- no The language m the 

strategies of 1987, 1991 and 1996 (the first two \$ere addressed m my earlier study) IS too general 

and Imprecise to be useful m prescribing courses of action Of the 45 pages that make up the 

1996 1 erslon, the equivalent of fully 20 pages are devoted to the Admmlstratlon’s national 

secuntl achle\ements over Its fu-st three years m office 8 These are considerable. but they do not 

P constrtute a strategy for the future 

SSS 96 IS polished, well-wntten, and replete u lth the rhetoric of strategy It has 

succeeded m shedding the language of the Cold War, focusmg more appropriately on econormc 

strength rather than countering mllrtary threats It does not, ho\\e\ er, engage m the dlfflcult parts 

of strategy. It does not, for example, prlontlze among Interests competmg for finite resources It 

does not inform choice 

’ 50 USC 402. Title 1 of the National Security Act of 1947 

* The White House, A National Secuntv Stratepv of Enoacrement and Enlaroement 
(Washmgton, D C USG PO, 1996) 
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The mos’ tellmg feature of NSS 96, like the earher versions, IS Its obscurity The annual 

subrmsslon has not been debated m Congress since the first m 1987 Prominent members of 

Admmlstratlons past and present, along with acadermcs and Journalists, exther are una\x are of the 

document or dlsnuss it as somethmg other than strategy ’ The KSS to date has been neither 

polmcally nor culmrally resonant 

A member of the K’SC staff that put pen to paper for the 1988 terslon offers a cynxal but 

telling explanation for rts lmpreclslon and obscunty 

What Presxdent m a fast-paced, media-onented world wants to articulate, m a 
static, lxntten report . a detaled statement of hs forward-lookmg strategic 
vIslon7 If there was eter a sure-fired means of ensunng that your boss uould be 
“hoisted on his own petard”, this was it To influence resource allocations, It has 
considered far better to report “Globaloney” to Congress lo 

Admittedly, the KSS 1s and must be a polltlcal document But. 1s there another reason for 

1 
I the strategy’s shortcommgs, a reason that lends l-self to constructs e cntlclsm and corrective 

1 f-- 
/ action3 

On Process 

Process IS a systematic senes of actions dlrected to some end ‘I Its components Include 

actors and thex actlons. which Include dxectlon. net assessment, design, and resource allocation 

’ These reactlons were offered by a senes of guest speakers at the Xatlonal War College 
during the period August - December 1996 

lo Don M Snider, The Katlonal Secuntv Strategv Documentmo Strateolc Vision 
(Carhsle, PA I-r S Army War College Strategic Studies Institute, 1992) 4 

I’ “Process”, Webster’s Ninth Kew Colleolate Dlctlonarv, 1986 ed 
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o Drrectzon In a broad statement of vlslon, values, and prmclples, a leader provides guidance 

f- 
to the rest of the process In the case of KSS, the President should perform thus function HIS 

blslon statement begms to inform choices and suggest prlontles for ensumg stages of the 

process 

+ Net Assessment This activity mvolves the collection and analysis of mformatlon relevant to 

the design phase of the process IKet assessment describes the environment avallable 

resources, competltlon for those resources, and threats to the L alues, pnnclples, and interests 

articulated m the vlslon statement It predicts the future environment based upon current 

trends The mtelhgence estabhshment and the agencies subsequently charged with executing 

the strategy perform collection and analysis The assessment writ large, however, must be 

performed by someone above the bureaucratic fray, someone other than the collectors and 

analysts That someone must be able to dlscem mstltutlonal bias has an agent} exaggerated 

14 Its cu-cums-antes, Its competltlve environment m order to garner more resources3 Assessment 

must be performed by those with a demonstrable appreciation of the big picture-- b> the 

strategists 

+ Deszgn This 1s the pivotal actlon Inthe process, the pomt at which means are related to ends 

The strategist must formulate specific, achlebable, and pnormzed obJecti\ es consistent with 

both the President’s vlslon and the net assessment He must translate the design mto written 

form, m actlonable terms In so domg, the strategist communicates the design-- the strategy-- 

to the President, who subsequently commumcates it to subordmate departments and agencies, 

to Congress, and to the American people 
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+ Resource Allocatzon. This 1s the first point at which the strategy can be measured by tangible 

results If it has been articulated and commumcated, If It IS polmcally and culturally resonant, 

if it informs choice, then resources will be appropnately allocated by subordinate departments 

and by Congress 

+ Actors The roIes played by the President, Congress, and the bureaucracy are reasonably well- 

defined But, what of the Natlonal Secunty Strateg& I have described skulls and duties that 

would &allenge a Renassance Man The challenge IS more the domain of a group of 

strategists, capable of thmkmg without pamsan preJudice A more reallstlc alternative, 

perhaps, 1s a blpartlsan group of strategists. 

The current process has not evolved sqmflcantly since its mcepnon m 1987 ” It begins 

with taskq from Congress, not the President The MS 1s compiled pnnclpally bq the NSC 

S-aff. specrficall) by n-uhtary officers ulthln the office of the Senior Director for Defense Polq 

They lay out the structure of the document and draft the mtroductlon based on then reading of the 

past 1 ear’s‘Presldentla1 statements They task \anous departments and agencies to prepare their 

appropriate secnons of the document, provldmg the draft mtroductlon as guidance 

The coordmators incorporate the sections from mteragency partlclpants mto a composite 

draft. which IS then circulated to the Ii-SC Staff Semor Directors for concurrence and comment 

Follou mg an edltonal review by the Iiatlonal Security Ad\ lsor, the final draft IS transrmtted to 

” This descnptlon of the current strategy -makmg process was developed through personal 
mtervlews with Rear Admu-al Don Plllmg and Captam Joe Sestak m September 1991 and 
December 1996, respectively Each headed the office within the KSC Staff responsible for 
compllmg the KSS documents m those years 

8 



. Depxtment Secretaries, Agency Directors, and the Chamnan of the Jomt Chiefs of Staff In 

1991, only the Chairman replied with an edltonal input In 1996, the strategy’s MC staff 

coordmator at least msxsted on a mrrltten response from those to whom the draft was subnutted 

In both years, unanimous concurrence was achieved on the first clrculatlon 

The President offered no guidance to and engaged m no dialogue with his strategists In 

fact, the “strategists” were staff members chosen for their posmons to perform other tasks, based 

on crltena appropriate to those pnmary tasks They \%ere not selected for thex skills as strategic 

thinkers (that at least one of those mtervleu ed 1s a most proflclent strategist 1s only 

serendlpltous ) At no pomt m the development of either NSS 91 or 96 did any Individual or 

group of participants engage m a net assessment of the geopolmcal situation 

A strategic approach implies that strateg guides resource allocation decisions If 

declslons are to be go\ emed by a bigger pxture than a mosaic created by narrowly focused 

interest groups, tnen the debate must be framed by a strategy This argues for a carefully crafted 

strategy-malung process If one studies successful strategies of the past, like KSC 68, and the 

corporate world’s approach to strategic planning, several important prmclples emerge that rmght 

guide the development of an effective process 

+ Strategy lasts, so _vou better do it well This poses an important paradox Strategy 1s really no 

more than a desqn for dealmg W&I an uncertam and changing environment, no srrategy 

should be carted m gramte Yet history tells us that, once committed to a strategy, nations 

generally stick with It until a catalytic event occurs This IS true whether the strategy IS 

formally adopted, as was NSC 68, or tacitly accepted, as was lsolatlomsm m the aftermath of 



. 

the First World War Thrs principle argues for selectmg the best and the brightest to wnte the 

strategy, men and women with little or no mstrtutlonal loyaltles, a group capable of grasping 

the big picture and glvmg It hlstoncal perspective 

+ A dynamic envuonment demands pennanent process Strategies devised by governments last 

mosti! because of mstltutlonal resistance to change Short of preclpltatmg catalytic events. 

the solution requires an mstltutlonal adjustment, one Intended to recognrze the need for, and 

then to foster. change This 1s the corporate approach to strategy developed by such 

compames as Hewlett-Packard Care must be taken. however, to change occasionally the 

population of the process, to Infuse the best and brightest with fresh faces 

+ The leader must “own ” the strategy A national strategy IS going to be closely ldennfled \+tth 

the President He must, therefore, be directly mkolved at kej points m the process He must 

engage m face-to-face dialogue ulth the strategists m de\ eloping a strategic vlslon which u 111 

,- thematlcally dnle the design He must then officrallq promulgate the strategy m wntmg The 

process should commit the President to somethmg that reflects his thmkmg, not JUS- that of his 

strategists An offlclal strategy cornnutted to wntmg provides the bureaucracy wit.1 

somethmg on which It can take action 

+ Strategists need the freedom to be wrong Strategy development IS not a science The 

complexity and dynarmsm of the environment argue for a cychc process, one that routinely 

assesses the effectiveness of the orlgmal product Strategists need to know that their product 

will not lead the natlon down a path from which there IS no recourse The unfortunate 

alternatlve IS a short-sighted, narrowly focused product Likewise, the President needs to 

provide his strategists with reasonable msulatlon from various interest groups ti lth a stake m 

10 
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. the final slape of the strategy If pressure IS brought to bear to satisfy each of these groups, 

the result will be a non-actlonable document wlthout a prlorltlzed scheme of natlonal interests 

-- much like MS 96 

Can we create a better strategy by employmg these prmclples, one that ~111 better serve 

the President and the nation? I believe we can 

A Better Wav 

I propose the establishment by Executive Order of an Office of Katlonal Strategy (OX> 

w&m the Executive Office of the President 

Oreamzatlonal Settmo and RelatlonshlDs ONS hould be off-line with respect to the current 

natlonal security apparatus It would report dlrectlj to the President on matters of stra-egy and to 

the White House Chief of Staff for admlmstratlve purposes It uould have complete access to 

mformatlon held b> all executlbe agencies and departments, and would call upon them to provide 

mformatlon for purposes of anal) SIS and assessment 

Ratzonale OSS must be off-line m order to muumlze layers betKeen the President and 

the strategists wrth whom he should have regular dialogue This 1s the President’s strategy staff 

The tendency of celIs embedded within any extant bureaus 1s to become engaged m the current 

operations of that bureau This IS especially true of the logical home for national security 

strategists, the NSC Staff, which IS dominated by a pohtlcal-mllltary perspective at a time when 

11 



national interests are expanding beyond defense and foreign relations Katlonal strategists must 

look beyond the interests of any one orgamzatlon 

Internal Orcranrzatlon and ComDosltlon OSS should consist of the groups The first, the 

Strategy Development Council, or SDC, would be a perlodlcally convened group of about 10 

promment thinkers, writers, and practmoners, successful men and women of national and 

mtematlonal renown from a variety of backgrounds They should be people of cabinet-level 

stature The] might be from the other polmcal party or simply too controversial to survive the 

confn-matlon process Two members of the SDC would be selected bq a conference of House and 

Senate leadership, they would be elected officials governors, mayors, state Ieglslators, or 

members of Congress The President u ould select the remammg members of the SDC 

The SDC would be complemented and supported b> a permanently assigned Strategy 

Development Staff [SDS) conslstmg of about four strategic speclallsts draL\ n from the corporate 

~5 orld, academia, and go\ emment Together the two groups would de\ elop the mltlal strategy 

and conduct biannual re\ lews and updates 

The permanent SDS noould also monitor the execution and effectiveness of the strategy 

bet\\een regular reviews It nould conduct halson u Ith those other agencies required for net 

assessment, as well as interact with the Congress on all matters relating directly to the Strategy 

The SDS would be headed by a Director who would faclhtate and coordmate the efforts of the 

t\\ o groups m then- strategy design, but would not exercise authority over the SDC (The 

posmon should not be construed as the Natlonal Strategist ) The Director should also 

recommend to the President special meetings of the SDC when events u arrant 

* 
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Ratronale The ad hoc character of the SDC IS intended to overcome the mcrementahsm 

that plagues our government The purpose of the SDC 1s to provide the fresh look often needed 

to Jar an orgamzatlon out of comfortable complacency 

The SDS, on the other hand, 1s needed to ensure that the Strategy, once promulgated IS 

being executed It should also serve the President as the agent of change, that is, educate other 

agencies about the strategy and its intended lmphcatlons The SDS could advise other agencies 

on ho\\ to act strategically as an orgamzatlonal unit wlthm the framework of the natlonal strategy 

The size of both groups 1s small by usual standards for a task of this breadth and Import, 

and ~lth good reason If partxlpants of the desired caliber and stature are to be attracted, they 

must be assured that then input will be a substantial factor A common-sense test was also 

applied to the size, the group should be able to uork comfortably around a conference table at 

key points m the process to receive mformatlon, to discuss It and to decide on an outcome This 

must be a responsive group that can dellker an actionable product 

The composltlon of the groups may be the least concrete aspect of this proposal Just as I 

have not engaged m a discussion of what the strategy should say, I will not name names I 

emphasize. however, that a strategic enterprise 1s bound to be enriched If party afflllatlon 1s 

Ignored rn the selection process There IS a wealth of talent throughout America and across 

dlsclplmes, professions, and party lines 

The Product Twice during each presidential term the ad hoc group, the SDC, would comene m 

concert with the SDS to produce the Katlonal Strategv of the United States or a revlslon thereof 

Any substantive changes to a previous edition would be summarized m a preface The Strategy 

13 



&ould be promulgated m the form of either an Executive Order or a Katlonal Security Decision 

DlrectlLe The Strategy should be m the hands of subordinate agencies and deparments at least 

P 
SIX months prior to the subsequent budget subrmsslon to Congress This adJustment to the 

current annual subrmsslon schedule wrll require leglslatlon to modify the Goldwater-Ylchols Act 

Each alternate year, the SDS ~111 prepare a report to the President on the Strategl’s 

effectiveness using specific, quantifiable measures of effectiveness designated by the SDC when 

the Strategy 1s first developed A copy of the report will be prollded to Congress 

The Stra-egy should be closely held until after It has been presented to and dlscussed with 

a bipartisan conference of congressional leaders At that point It may be publlclzed 

Ratzonale Satlonal Strategy must be issued as a directi\ e If it IS to go\ em the appllcatlon 

of national resources to national ObJectives Subordmate agencies must abide by Its guiding 

prmclples and pnontles they must understand that their performance ~111 be measured against 

f- cntena es-abhshed m the Strategy 

The tlmmg of the Strategy IS intended to ensure that subordlna-e agencies understand their 

objectives LX hen requesting resources There must be a rational and perceptible relatlonshlp 

bettieen obJecti\ es and resource requests Congress deserves this coherent and integrated 

Justlficatlon when authonzmg and appropnatmg funds 

The Strategy m its early draft stages must be closely held so that the President, his 

strategists, and the congressional leadershrp will be free to discuss potentially controversial means 

for securing natlonal interests wlthout fear of stlrrmg public anxiety about, for example, the future 

of various entitlement programs The Strategy, after all, IS supposed to be an expresslon of 

presidential leadershlp, not a reflection of every pubhc preference The Strategy should not be 
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subjected to potential partisan or media sabotage until It has extracted the full benefit of the entire 

process. FVe cannot stop the march of time and events, but the strategy’s capacity to lend order 

to a noisy debate rests m Its creation m a forum removed from the dm 

Conclusion 

Even the best navigator, wleldmg a finely tuned sextant or the latest m nautical electromcs, 

can report to the Captain only on where he has been, on ground already traveled The true 

seaman apphes his hard earned skills to the proJectIon of where he will be and to actions that will 

get him there ulth precision So it 1s with the Katlonal Strategist A Satlonal Strateg) document 

laden LX Ith past accomplishments and pollcles may sen e a pohtlcal purpose, It ~111 not serve a 

strategic one 

NSS 97, the first of President Clmton’s second and final term. presents a umque 

opportumty If seized. the President could present a clear and detailed \lslon of kbhhere America 1s 

headed and how it ~111 get there He could do so unconstrained by concerns 1~ lth re-election He 

can do so on11 by modlfymg the process 

I do not contend that the relatlonshlp between process and strategy IS that of a simple “if 

A. then B” proposltlon configure the right process and effective strategy LX 111 emerge That 

proposmon ignores factors of motlvatlon, will, and polmcs The perfect process R 111 not achieve 

success unless the leader recogmzes the need for a strategic approach and perceives that need to 

be sufflclently urgent to warrant cooptmg or compellmg those elements of the orgamzatlon that 

are not convinced by the merits of the strategic argument The best we can work touard 1s a 

procedural framework that maxlmlzes the opportunity for success 
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I do assert the obverse of the earlier proposltlon, that IS, configure the process poorly, and 

good strategy ~11 not result A process that does not employ strong leadershlp and vwon, net 

assessment, and a sophlstlcated design IS condemned to dead-reckomng- to guesswork 
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